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Getting the real dirt

on problem parking lot

he caller was so excited he was having trouble gulping breaths.
I “Rich there’s something weird going on in this parking lot
over by North Pier!” he exclaimed.

“The whole lot has been shut down, and they’'ve got all these ma-
chines there, and they're digging up the place. Big sheets of plastic are
draped over mountains of dirt. And there’s a sign up saving the place
ix underguing "environmental remediation.” whatever that means. It's
like a scene tfrom ‘Outbreak’ or something.”

I told him to stop hyperventilating. then I promised 1'd check it out
and let him know what was what.

The parking lot in question is at 316 E. [llinois, and sure enough it
has been closed and surrounded by a temporary cvelone fence and wood-
en boards. Signs posted on the fence said. “This Parking Lot Is Un-
dergoing Environmental Remediation. We Sincerely Apologize to Our
Loval Customers for This Inconvenience.” ) .

Then I remeinbered: When entering that let in the past. I'd often
noted a strange little sign on the machine 1©-at ~pitz out your-parking val-
wintion. /

U tked cver to one of the dormant machines and jotted down the
reo e o the R littte sign: “NOTICE AN WARNING TO PARKING
l (l U PATRONS AND EMPLOYEES: This |t is undergoing environ-
mental tesis in cooperation with the U.S. ¥nvironmental Protection
Acency. Precading tests have revealed clevated gnmma readings.
However, the U5, EPA has advised us that the lot ean stav open.”

Obviously something -had changed. tor 1he lot is now anything but
upen. About 19 huge red trailers were hined up at one end of the parking
hit: and several bulldozers were ~cat!mml hout. Portions of the black-
top were tipped up. Guys in hard hats were operating jackhammers and
ather pieces vi heavy equipment.

[ was allowed inside the temporary compound, but when I was di-

cled to the man in charge. he said, “You're going to have to talk to the
luPA That’s what I'm supposed to say t anvone who comes here ask-
ing questions.”

Ominous! Maybe there really was some <ort of “Outbreak™ deal go-
ing on right under our noses.

Not really.

The Sun-Times has reported in the past about the radioactivity
Lrking Lmder the parking lot. Now. the {avisible problem is under attack
vy bl nd ekhammier s .“H“ re e maldie RIS the earth

to erase the problem D b i on g

Here’s what I learned after talking to the Chicago ofﬁ(‘e of the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agencv and a source at one of the 1wo compames
paying for the pmJe(‘t in question.

1othe I“.H‘\ the spoee In question woas o enpied Boothe Lndsay
Light Co.which manufactared mantles for sas Linterns. The mantles

contained thorium, a radioactive metal.

In the mid-1930s, Lindsay Light moved to suburban Wes{,( hicago,
and decades later it was swallowed up bt Kerr- \/Ic(tee

When the FPA began ¢ major cleanup ol rad’oaciive divt on the
West Chicago'site. they learned about [he origizad iocation of Lindsav
Light. After ronducting tests, the EP’A ordcred an environmental
cleanup of the parking lot. to be paid t.or by Kere-MeGee sind the Chi-
cago Dock & {"anal Trust Co.. which owns Lee Faned,

The bill? At least 31 million. Probabiv el o0 =0 million.

The soil beseath the blacktop is being removd and transported to
rail cars. FProwy there 1t goes to a landfdl tn T s Uken evervtliing will be
repaved and repainted. and the parkins fet w00 Ge Huek in busiress by
the end of this vear or very early in 1107

But not to worry if vou left the firninn mini-wuan at ihat st when vis-
iting Navy Pier this summer. or even it vou readarte narked in the lot so
vou eould go grocery shopping at the markei ac-oas ibe stivet. You're
not guing to be able to use vour own body ws o nght fizht or anvthing like
that.

“The risk is less than minimal.” a spokesian ter the EPA tnld me.
“You vould park there every dav for vears and the comulaive effect
wouldn't be as much as a single chest Noray.

“The cleanup is being done as a precaution 1. ~enie dav, they were to
build a high-rize on that site. thev'd be digging up this dirt angd it would be .a..,
getting o pieces of machinery and mavbe it would be dumped in anoth-
er Chicago location - this wav it's being disposed of property.”

OK. ialler” Now take 10 deep hreathe .
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Getting the real dirt -
on problem parking lot

he caller was 5o excited ho was having trouble gulping brestha.
“Rich there's sumething weird going on in this parking lot
over by North Pier!” he exclaimed.
“The whole lot has been shut down, and they've got all these ma-

“chines thore, and they'ré digging up the place. Big sheets of plastic are

drsped over mountains of dirt. And there's a slgn up saying the place
Is undorgoing ‘environmental remediation,’ whatever that means. I('s |
like a scene from *Qutbreak’ or something.” .

:1 told him W stop hyperventilating, then I promised 1'd check it out
and Jot him know what was what. - ’ )

The parking lot in question is at 316 K. Illinvis, and sure enough it -
has been closed and surrounded by & tomporary cyclone fence and wood-
en hoards. Signs posted on the fence cald, “This Parking Lot Is Un.
dorgoing Environmontal Remediation. We Sincercly Apolagize ta Qur
I.oyal Customers for This Inconvenience.” .

%hcn I-remembered: When entering that lot in the past, I'd often
:\dotod a strange little algn on the machine that spits out your parking val-

stion. ; '

I walked uver Lo one of the durmant machines and jotted down the
message on that little sign: “NOTICE AND WARNING TO PARKING
LOT PATRONS AND KEMPLOYEES: This lot is undergoing envirun-
mental tests in cooperation with the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency. Preceding tests have revealed elevated gamma readings.
However, the U.S. EPA has édvised us that the lot can stay open.™

Obviously something hiad changed, for the lot is now anything but
apen. About 10 huge rod trailers were lined up at one end -of the parking
lot, and soveral bulldozors were scattored about. Portions of the black-
top wero ripped up. Guys in hard hats were opcrating jackhammery and
ather pioces of heuvy equipment. )

] was allowed inside thes temporary eom?ound. but when I was di- |
re¢tod to the man In charge, he sald, “You're going to have to talk 1o the
E&A. That's wha! I'm supposed {o say.to anyone whu comes here ask-
ing questions.” ‘ g
- "Ominous! Maybe there really was some sort of “Qufbreak” deal go-

ing on right under our,noses. - T

"Not really, ) ‘ .

The Sun-Timea has reported in the past about the radioactivity -
lurking under the parking Jot. Now, the invisible problem js under attack
(rom hulldozers and jackhammers. They're literally moving the earth
10 crase the problem. L.



Here's what | learned after talking to the Chicago office of the Envi.
ronmental Protection Agency and a source at one of the two companies
paying for the project in ‘question.

In the 19308, the space in question was oecupied by the Lindsay
Light Coa., which manufactured mantles; for gn lantems The mantles
contained thorium, a radioactive metal. ¥
‘In-the mid-1030s, Lindsay Light mdved tosuburbun Wost Lhnugo

and decades lator it was swallowed up by Kerr-McGee.

. When the EPA begen a major cleanup of radioactive dirt on tho
West Chicago site, they learned about 0. original location of Lindsay-
Light. After conductmg teats, the EPA ordered an environimental -

cleanup of the parking lot, to be paid for by Kerr-McGee and the Chi-

cago Dock & Canal Trust Co., which owns the land.

The bill? At least $1 million. Probably closer to $3 million. 4
The svil beneath the blacklop is being remgved.and transported to*
rail cars. From there it goes to a landfill in Utah. ‘Then ever{)thlng will be

repaved and ropainted, and the parking lot wlll be back in business by
the end of this year or very early in 1997.
w But not to worry if you left the family mlni van at t.hat lot when vis.
iting Navy Pier this summor, or even if you regularly parked in the lot 30 -
you could g0 grocery shopping at the market. across the streot. You're
{zgt going Lo bc able 1o use your own body as a mght llght or anythlng hko
~tbat.

“*“The risk is less than minimal,” a opokeaman for tlfe: EPA told ‘me.

“You could park there every day for years and the cumulluve effoct -
wouldn’t be as much as a single chest X-ray:” - .

“The cleanup is being dono as a precaution. If, some day. they were to -
build a high-rise on that site, they'd be-digging up this djrt and it would be
getting on pieces of machinery and maybe it would be dumped in anoth-
er Chicago location . . . this way it's belng disposed of properly.” ' .- -

' OK. caller? Now take 10 deen breaths . . .
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